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Religious Studies 726 
Topics in Chinese Religions: 
Health, Healing, and Medicine in Chinese Religions 
McMaster University, Term II 2019–20  
[last revised: January 2, 2020] 
 
University Hall B130 
Tuesdays 10:30–12:30pm 
 
Instructor—Dr. James A. Benn 
Email—bennjam@mcmaster.ca Phone—905-525-9140 ext. 24210 
Office—University Hall 120     
Office hours—Mondays, 11:30–12:30, or by appointment 
 
Course Description 
In this seminar we will examine representations of health and accounts of disease in a variety 
of Chinese religions.  We will explore the various vectors of disease, including the so-called 
“winds” and various types of demonic infestation.  We will identify modes of  
healing that employ therapies such as mineral, animal, and vegetable drugs, exorcism, 
talismans and spells, acupuncture, moxibustion, massage, breath control, and gymnastics. 
The course will focus primarily, but not exclusively, on the medieval period. 
All readings for this seminar are in English. 
 
Students will be introduced to the use of specialised research tools for the study of Chinese 
religions, such as dictionaries, concordances, indices and databases. 
 
During 2020 Term II this class will run in conjunction with “Introduction to Literary 
Chinese” 6YO6 (day and time to be confirmed).  In the Chinese class we will read primary 
texts related to the topics under discussion. 
 
Course Requirements 
You should come to class prepared to discuss the assigned readings.  I will assign one person 
to lead the discussion of each reading (NB. “discussion” does not mean “summary”). The 
other requirement is a 20–25 page research paper which will be due on April 21st. You must 
turn in a proposal and annotated bibliography for that paper on February 4th. A first draft of 
the paper is due on March 17th.  You will give an oral presentation of your research on April 
7th. 
 
Class presentations and participation:  20% 









Books and other resources 
I have ordered copies of the following books from Titles and/or placed them on reserve in the 
library: 
 
Kuriyama, Shigehisa. 1999. The Expressiveness of the Body and the Divergence of Greek 
and Chinese Medicine. New York: Zone Books. 
Hinrichs, TJ, and Linda Barnes. Chinese Medicine and Healing: An Illustrated History. 
Harvard University Press, 2013. 
Strickmann, Michel, (edited by Bernard Faure). 2002. Chinese Magical Medicine. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press. 
Unschuld, Paul U. 2010. Medicine in China: a History of Ideas. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. [Use 1985 edition if you wish] 
 
In addition to these books we shall also read articles and book chapters that I may distribute 
to you electronically, or which I may ask you to photocopy.   
 
 
You should be familiar with the following important online resources: 
o http://www.earlymedievalchinagroup.org/ 
Note under “Resources” the maps and timeline of early medieval East Asia. 
o International Dunhuang Project, Section on “Medicine on the Silk Road” 
http://idp.bl.uk/4DCGI/education/medicine/index.a4d#Introduction 
 
NB.  You should also know that you have unlimited access through McMaster’s libraries to 




1.  Tuesday, January 7 
Introduction and Organisation 
 
2.  Tuesday, January 14 
The Basics: What’s different about Chinese concepts of health, healing, and wellness? 
The Expressiveness of the Body and the Divergence of Greek and Chinese Medicine. 
 
3.  Tuesday, January 21 
The Chinese Medical Body, Diagnosis, and Treatment 
Chinese Medicine and Healing, 209–378. 
 
4.  Tuesday, January 28 
History of Chinese Medicine I 
Chinese Medicine and Healing, 1–127. 
 
5.  Tuesday, February 4 
***Proposal and annotated bibliography due*** 
History of Chinese Medicine II 
 Chinese Medicine and Healing, 129–207. 
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6.  Tuesday, February 11 
Health, Healing and Medicine in Chinese History, Shang to Han 
Medicine in China: a History of Ideas, 1–100; 263–276. 
Sivin, Nathan. “State, Cosmos, and Body in the Last Three Centuries B. C.” Harvard Journal 
of Asiatic Studies 55, no. 1 (June 1, 1995): 5–37. 
 
7. Tuesday, February 18 
No meeting—midterm recess 
 
8.  Tuesday, February 25 
Evidence from Mawangdui 
Harper, Donald John. 1998. Early Chinese Medical Literature: the Mawangdui 
Medical Manuscripts. London ;New York NY: Kegan Paul International. 
 
9.  Tuesday, March 3 
Daoism, Medicine, Healing 
Medicine in China, 101–131 
Chinese Magical Medicine, 1–57 
Engelhardt, Ute. 2000. "Longevity Techniques and Chinese Medicine." In Daoism 
Handbook, edited by Livia Kohn. Leiden and Boston, Mass.: E.J. Brill. 
Sivin, Nathan. 1978. “On the Word 'Taoist' as a Source of Perplexity: With Special 
Reference to the Relations of Science and Religion in Traditional China.” 
History of Religions 17 (3–4):303–330. 
 
 
10.  Tuesday, March 10 
Evidence from Dunhuang 
Lo, Vivienne, and Christopher Cullen, eds. 2005. Medieval Chinese Medicine: the 
Dunhuang Medical Manuscripts. New York: Routledge. 
 
11. Tuesday, March 17 
***First Draft of Paper due***  
Demonic attack and Gu poisoning 
Chinese Magical Medicine 58–193 
Feng, H. Y., and J. K. Shryock. 1935. “The Black Magic in China Known as ku.” 
Journal of the American Oriental Society 55 (1):1–30. 
Groot, J. J. M. de. 1892. The religious system of China, its ancient forms, evolution, 
history and present aspect, manners, customs and social institutions 
connected therewith. Leyden: E.J. Brill. Vol. 5, 826–69. 
Harper, Donald. 1985. "A Chinese Demonography of the Third Century B. C." 








12.  Tuesday, March 24 
Buddhist Medicine 
Medicine in China, 132–152; 303–321. 
Chinese Magical Medicine, 194–281. 
Salguero, C. Pierce. 2009. “The Buddhist Medicine King in Literary Context: 
Reconsidering an Early Medieval Example of Indian Influence on Chinese 
Medicine and Surgery. History of Religions 48 (3):183-210. 
Salguero, C. Pierce. 2010. "'A Flock of Ghosts Bursting Forth and Scattering': 
Healing Narratives in a Sixth-Century Chinese Buddhist Hagiography." East 
Asian Science Technology & Medicine (EASTM) 32:89–120. 
 
13. Tuesday, March 31 
Dietetics, Drugs and Gymnastics 
Campany, Robert Ford. 2005. "The Meanings of Cuisines of Transcendence in Late 
Classical and Early Medieval China." T'oung Pao 91 (1-3):1-57. 
Despeux, Catherine. 1989. "Gymnastics: The Ancient Tradition." In Taoist 
Meditation and Longevity Techniques, edited by Livia Kohn in cooperation 
with Yoshinobe Sakade. Ann Arbor: Center for Chinese Studies, The 
University of Michigan. 
Engelhardt, Ute. 2001. "Dietetics in Tang China and the first extant works of materia 
dietetica." In Innovation in Chinese Medicine, edited by Elisabeth Hsu. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Harper, Donald. 2005. "Ancient and Medieval Chinese Recipes for Aphrodisiacs and 




14. Tuesday, April 7 
Research Presentations 
 
 
 
 
